


II. Seriousness of Wife Battering, Homicides and Aggravated Assaults

Not only are family assaults common, they often have serious outcomes. Many
homicides and aggravated assault charges are due to domestic disputes. Research
cited below illustrates the high correlation between wife abuse and serious crime.

A) Wolfgang in his study of 588 homicide victims found that 41 % of the female
victims were killed by their husbands as compared to only II % of the male
victims who were killed by their wives. Of the husbands killed by their wives,
28 of 33 (85%) were victim precipitated (defined as homicides in which
physical force was first used by the victim.)

Wolfgang defined a violent homicide as one involving two or more acts of
stabbing, cutting, shooting or a se~ere beating. He found that 44 of 53
husbands killed their wives violently.

B) Reports from various sources listed by Del Martin illustrate the relationship of
violent crime and domestic disturbances.

In 1971, Kansas City police found that one-third of the aggravated assaults
reported were due to domestic disturbances. Police had been called
previously at least once in 90% of these cases and five or more times in
over half of them. Also, during 1971, LfO% of all homicides in Kansas City
were cases of spouse killing spouse. In almost 50% of these cases, police
had been summoned five or more times within a two-year period before the
murder occurred.

Almost one-third of all female homicide victims in California in 1971 were
murdered by their husbands.

Nationwide in 1973, according to the FBI, one-fourth of all murders
occurred within the family, and one-half of these were husband-wife
killings. In assault cases, wives are predominantly the victims, but in
homicides husbands are the victims almost as often as wives (48%
compared with 52% in 1973). This phenomenon is partially explained by the
fact that, according to a report made to a government commission on
violence, women who commit murder are motivated by self-defense almost
seven times as often as male offenders.

In 1975, 35% of all murders in San Francisco involved legally married or
cohabiting mates.

Domestic violence not only endangers the lives of fami Iy members and
marital partners, it accounts for a high percentage of the deaths and
injuries sustained by police officers who answer the calls. According to the
FBI, 132 police officers were killed in the nation in 1974. Twenty-nine of
them died while responding to domestic disturbance calls--that is, one out
of every five police officers kill2d in the line of duty in 1974 died while
trying to break up a fami Iy fight.

I Wolfgang, Marvin E., "Husband and Wife Homicides", Corrective Psychiatry and
Journal of Social Therapy 2, pp. 263-271.

2 Martin, Del, op.cit., p, 14.
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C) The subjects of a Hun9Clrian study by RClSks were 125 women offenders and
their 140 victims in I 12 criminal cases. Of the 140 victims in these cC)ses, S9
were husbands or lovers comprising 40% of the total nuniber of victims.

It can be concluded from these findings that mClny domestic disturbances result in
murder. In the majority of cClSes the husband kills the wife, often using a violent
method. When a wife kills a husband it is most often self-defense or precipitated
by the victim in some manner.

III. Methods and Causes of Assau Its

Methods:
Wife battering can take many forms, some more violent than others, but all
batterings are capable of infl icting great bodi Iy horm. Some researchers (I isted
below) attempted to define the methods used in battering.

A) Richard Gelles found that within the L~LI families where violence took place,
the most cornman mode of violence is slapping, scratching or grabbing the
other person. HusbGllds "vho used violence slapped, scratched and grabbed
their wives 32% of the time and wives used that form of violence 202b of the
time. Percentages of other methods of violence used are given below:

Push
Throw an object
Slap, hit with open hand
Scratch, grab, punch, kick
Push down
Hit with hard object
Choke
Use knife
Use gun

HusbGlld (N=80)
18
22
32
25

1-1

3
9
0*
O~··)(-

Wife (N=80)
I

II
20
9
a
5
o
I
a

* I husband threatened wife with knife
*1(- 3 husbands threatened wife with gun

B) One hundred victims of battering were interviewed by J. Gayford who found
that all of these subjects were bruised at some time. Forty-four women
sustained lacerations, 17 of these were caused by a sharp instrument such CiS a
razor, knife or broken bottle.

All 100 victims had been hit with a clenched fist, 59 were also repeatedly
kicked. Weapons were used in 42 cases. Strangulation was attempted in 19
cases, suffocation in two cases, burns and scalds occurred in II cases and
biting in 73 cases. Of the 100 women, 24 cases of fractured bones were
mentioned.

I Rasks, Gabriella, "The Victim of the Female Killer", Victimology, Fall, 1976,
pp. 396-402.

2 Gelles, op.cit.

3 Gayford, J., "Wife Battering: A Preliminary Survey of 100 Cases", British Medical
Journal I, January, 1975, pp. 194- 196.
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It is clear from these findings that wife battering puts the woman in a dangerous
position. Parts of her body are often fractured, bruised, cut or she is in danger of
being murdered.

Causes - Characteristics of Assailants:
Many variables have been studied to determine if wife battering can be attributed
to certain characteristics in the assailant. It is clear from the findings that
offenders come from all age groups, education levels, occupations and income
levels. Battering is more prevalent in some groups as indicated below:

Age:
A) Gelles found in his interviews with 80 people that the age group where there is

most conjygal violence is from 41 to 50 years old, the next highest from 19-30
years old.

B) In 100 cases of battering, Gayford found the mean age ff the offender to be
33.9 but the offenders ranged in age from 20 to 61 years.

Education:
A) According to Gelles, most conjugal violence occurs where the husbands' level

of education is lower than that of their wives. The more educated husbands
are involved in less violence with their wives. Viole~e is most frequent where
the husband had at least some high school education.

B) Information available to Carlson on 58 assailants indicated that 33% were high
school dropouts, 31 % were high school grqpuates, 19% had some college
training and only 17% were college graduates.

Occupation and Income Status:
A) Gelles found the highest incidence of violence in the extreme low end of total

family income,· those making less than $3000. The incidence of violence
decreases at the $3000-$4999 level and increases again at the $5000-$6999
level. Then, incidence continues to decline as income increases.

Gelles' data on occupational status and conjugal violence show that of the
husbands who were unemployed, 50% were violent toward their wives; of those
who were in low status jobs, 60% of the husbands were violent; and 80% of
those with medium status jobs (mi Ikmen, carpenters) were violent toward their
wives. The high status jobs found 4§% of the husbands to be violent and 25%
of the professional men were violent.

B) Results of a study by Carlson on 10 I battered women showed that 29% of their
assailants were unemployed. Of 64 who were employed, only 12% were
professionals whereas 36% did unskilled work, 38% held semi-skilled or
technical jobs and 14% were in business, sales or miscellaneous.

Gelles,op.cit.

2 Gayford, op.cit.

3 Ge \I es, op.ci t.

4 Carlson, Bonnie, op.cit.

5 Gelles, op.cit.
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Occupational status is reflected in the income statistics: 63% of the
assai lants earned less than $12,000 a yepr, with 37c;'b earning less than $9000 a
year; only 25% earned $15,000 or more. .

Causes - Contributing Factors:
Alcohol:
A number of social and psychological conditions can contribute to spouse abuse ..
Alcohol and drug abuse, experience with violence and accepted norms have been
identified by researchers as factors contributing to bottering.

A) Carlson found that 101 battered women interviewed perceived the causes of
their battering to be: money - 35%; jealousy - 21 %; bad temper - 15%; sex 
7%; children - 5%; household care - 4%; pregnancy - 4%; assailant's job
frustration - 2%; other - 6%.

This research noted a marked disparity between assailants and victims with
respect to alcohol and drug abuse. A small proportion of the victims admitted
to being substance abusers (alcohol 10%; drugs 5%) whereas the victims
reported substance abus~ to be much more prevalent among their assailants
(alcohol 60%; drugs 21 %).

B) Gelles found a high correlation between alcohol use and violence in the 80
families he interviewed. In 44 faniilies where violence had occurred, drinking
accompanied violence in 21 families (118%). One importan3 finding was that
alcohol-:-related violence is almost exclusively male violence.

C) Gayford found in 52 of 100 homes that the husband who beat his wife was
frequently drunk and in another 22 homes thtre were episodes of heavy
drinking. Gambling was a problem in 25 families. ~

D) Alcohol ,·vas present in the victim in only 9% of the criminal homicides
reported by Wolfgang. Alcohol was present in the offender in II % of the
incide§ts and alcohol was present in both offender and victim in 44% of the
cases.

Alcohol use was reported in l~0-60% of the wife battering cases. It cannot be said
that wife beating only occurs when the man has been drinking. As noted in
research by Carlson, the 101 battered women did not even perceive alcohol as a
cause of their beating.

Experience with Violence: ,
F ami Iy background has some influence on men who batter their wives. Parents who
fight physically in front of their children provide a role model for them. Likewise,
parents who physically punish their children may influence their acceptance of
violence in later years.

Carlson, Bonnie, op.cit.

2 Carlson, Bonnie, op.cit.

3 Gelles, op.cit.

l+ .
Goy ford, op.clt;

5 Wolfgang, Morvin E., "Patterns in Criminol Homicide", New York, John Wiley, 1958.
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A) Findings by Gelles support the theory that respondents who have observed
violence between their parents, or have been victims of violence as children,
are more likely to engage in conjugal violence as adults. Fifty percent of
those who observed conjugal violence presently fight physically with their
spouses.

Fifty percent of those respondents who physically fought with their spouses
had frequent experience with violent episodes as children (frequent-occurred
from monthly to daily in childhood to adolescence). Another 40% of the
respondents were violent toward their partners and never experienced parental
violence. It is interesting to note that 20% of the respondents who fight
physically with their spouses experienfed infrequent violence (less than 6
times a year) as children or adolescents.

B) Approximately one-third of 100 victims interviewed by Carlson had observed
violence between their p~rents, while one-half of the assailants had observed
such violence as children.

C) Interviews with 33 victims by Flynn yielded the information that of those
assailants whose family histories were known, over half had parents involved in
assaultive situations. Two-fifths had been abused as shildren.ln one-third of
the cases, the assai lant was said to abuse his chi Idren.

D) Only 65 women interviewed by Gayford were brought up by both parents to the
age of 15, but in 53 cases the relationships were described as good. Violence
occurred regularly in 23 of the fami lies, the father was drunk in 24 families
and unemployed in 7 cases.

Fifty-one of the battered w~men claimed their husbands had been exposed to
family violence in childhood.

Another important issue relates to spouse abuse and child abuse. A large
percentage of husbands who assaulted their wives also abused their children.

A) In his survey of 100 battered women, Gayford found that 37% of the women
admitted taking their frustrations out on their children a'5d 54% claimed their
husbands committed acts of violence against the children.

B) Smith learned from a sample of 125 mothers who had battered thgir offspring
that 37 of them had been battered by their husbands or boyfriends.

Gelles, op.cit.

2 Carlson, Bonnie, op.cit.

3 Flynn, John, op.cit.

4 Gayford, op.cit.

5 Ibid.

6 Smith, S.M., Hanson, R. and Hobles, 5., "Parents of Battered Babies, A Controlled
Study", British Medical Journal 4, 1973, pp. 388-391.
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C) Studying cases of 50 men charged with killing one of their children, Scott
found 12 of the men had assaulted their partners.

In another study of 40 men charged with the murder or attempted murder of
their wife or cohabitee, it was found that 5 definitely battered their children.
Twelve didn't batter their children, 10 had no childre~ C1nd 7 had grown
children. Information was not available on 6 of these men.

Accepted Norms:
A sad commentary on the ClcceptCibility of wife battering in our society can be
made from information gathered by two researchers. Both researchers found a
high percentage of people who approved of slapping one's wife or felt husband-·wife
battles were acceptable.

A) Stark and McEvoy analyzed a 1968 Harris poll consisting of 1,176 interviews
with a representative national sample of Americon adults. The results showed
that one-fifth of the respondents approved of slapping one's spouse on
appropriate occasions. In the survey, 16% of those with eight years of
school ing or less approved and 25% of call ege educated people approved.

Following further analysis of the Hllrris data, the authors found that 25% of
the blacks, 20% of the whites, 25<"iS of the males and 16% of the females
interviewed could approve of a husDcmd slapping a wife in the face. The
percentoges rose in 011 of these categories (from I to 3 percent) when the

. question was reversed and sybjects were asked if they could approve of a wife
slapping her husband's face. .

B) Sociologist Howard Eslanger of the University of Vvisconsin found that 25% of
his sample of American adults approved of husband-wife battles. Approval
ranged from 17% of high school graduates to 32% of college post-graduate
students, with a slightly lower 30% for those who had completed t~ first four
years of college. Income was not a significant factor in the results.

IV. Actions Taken by the Victim and the Results of Their Actions

Questions are often asked about why a woman stays in an abusive situation or why
a woman doesn't press charges against her assailant. The reasons are numerous and
varied. Many women do not have the financial capability to support themselves
and their children, many women fear retaliation from their assailants and other
women do not want to press charges because they don't feel it will do any good.

I Scott, P.O., "Wives - Fatal Battered Body Cases", Medical Science and Law 13, 1973,
p. 197.

2 Stark, Rodney and McEvoy III, "Middle Class Violence", Psychology Today, November,
1970, pp. 30-31.

3 Brothers, Joyce, "A Quiz on Crime", San i-rancisco Sunday Examiner and Chronicle,
June 22, 1975, p. 6.
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Some actions taken by victims and results of these actions are given below:

A) All but 19 of the 100 women interviewed by Gayford had left their husbands on
more than one occasion with 36 leaving more than 4 times. After leaving
home, 51 usually stayed with relatives. Most others went to hotels or to stay
with friends; II went to a hospital and 9 wandered around with no roof over
their heads.

Twenty-seven women returned to their husbands after the husbands pleaded
with them and promised to reform. Reluctantly, 14 women returned because
there was nowhere else to go while 13 went home because the children were
still in the marital home.

Help had been sought from social services in 57 cases, police and probation
services in 32, violators in 10 and Citizens Advice Bureau in 6 cases. As a long
term problem, 20 saw accommodation for themselves and their children as
their major need, whille 55 looked for a new start and II wanted life in a
protected commun ity.

B) After being assaulted the 100 women interviewed by Bonnie Carlson in Ann
Arbor took the following actions: consulted police - 36%; consulted women's
group - 16%; consulted friend - 14%; consulted fami Iy member - 12%; no
action taken - 6%; consulted social service 2r mental health agency - 4%;
consulted religious advisory - 2%; other - 10%.

C) Twenty-three men in custody in England for charges of seriously assaulting
their wives or cohabitees were interviewed by M. Faulk. The nature of
charges were: murder - 8; attempted murder - 9; serious bodily harm - 3;
actual bodily harm - 2; malicious wounding - I. Fifty percent of the group had
no previous offenses.

A variety of sentences were passed. The mentally disturbed nature of the
population is reflected in the fact that six men were placed in mental health
hospitals. Other sentences were: probation ordered - 6; suspended sentence 
I; up to I year - 2; 2-5 years - 6; 6-10 years - I; committed to hospitals - 6;
not guilty - I; died before sent3nce - I. Of the five placed on probation, two
had been charged with murders.

Minnesota's Data Collection System

During Minnesota's 1977-78 Legislative session, bills were enacted requIring all
physicians, hospitals, public health nurses, law enforcement agencies, social workers
and community health workers to collect information on women who have been
assaulted and/or threatened with assault by a spouse, a male relative, or males with
whom they are residing or have resided in the past. This legislation provides for the
documentation of battering incidents throughout the state without violating the
woman's confidentiality.

I Gayford, op.cit.

2 Carlson, Bonnie, op.cit.

3 Faulk, M., "Men Who Assault Their Wives", Medicine Science and the Law, July, 1974,
pp. 180- 183.
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Data from these sources have been collected since March I, 1978. On a quarterly basis,
reports are onalyzed according to region, date and time of incidents, race, age of
victim, relationship to assailant, type of injury, number of children and a number of
other factors.

Minnesota is the first state to attempt to determine the extent of the problem of
battering in a comprehensive manner. Findings will be used to support the development·
of support programs for abused women.

Data collected from all those required to report (see above) and from women housed in
shelters from March I to November 15, 1978 are summarized below:

Over 4,000 reports were received from agencies in on 8'/2 month period. Based on
research which estimates the number of battered women who report to profes
sionals and on a special sample built into this reporting system, an estimated
26,955 assaults on women by their partners have occurred in the past 12 months in
Minnesota.

Partner abuse occurs in every region of the state. Non-metro agencies represent
ing 51.5% of the population submitted opproximately 36% of the forms.

Findings from 1,266 medical reports indicate that 69% of the women hod been
assaulted previously, 62% of them by the some assailant.· Women in shelters have
been previously assaulted by the some person 92% of the time.

HUl11an service providers indicate that 65% or 538 of 795 women have experienced
abuse for more than a year.

Women from 15 to 87 have been physically abused, but 76% of the women are
younger than 3L~.

Women from all races have been assaulted. According to Department of
Correct ions reports, 83.9% of the women were white, 6.9% were American Indian,
6.5% were Black, 1.5% were Chicana/Latina and I% were from other races.

Husbands ond ex-husbands were assailants in 63.4% of the cases and boyfriends and
cohabitees were assailants 29.5% of the time.

Only 19% of the abused women seen by professionals had no children.

Assai lants whose partners were housed in shel ters range in age from 18 to 80,
approximately 50% of the men are between the ages of 2l~ and 31.

Fifty percent of the men who assaulted their partners have a high school education,
although all education levels are represented.

A summary of 1,505 medical reports indicate that the abused person required
medical attention 78.5% of the time and hospital ization WClS required in 12.29S of
the reported cases. Women experienced bruises and lacerations over 80% of the
time and 9.5% of the women suffered fractures from their abuse.

According to human service providers, services needed most frequently by battered
women are s'upporl groups, legol assistance, safe housing and economic support.
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The Department of Corrections received 52 reports on battered men from human
service providers. Services needed most frequently by battered men are support
groups and counseling, and legal assistance.

This chapter was prepared by:
Margaret Arzdorf-Schubbe, Research Analyst
Programs and Services for Battered Women, Minnesota Department of Corrections,
(612) 296- 13L~5
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